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ABSTRACT 

Many of the Zapotecan (Mexico) languages have a 
unique way of signaling co-reference between the subject and the 
possessor of the object: the subject is null. Analysis of such a 
construction is problematic to current theories of anaphoric 
construction. In this analysis, the construction is described and the 
theoretical problem is underlined by opposing any obvious alternative 
analyses. An analysis is proposed in which it is the tail rather than 
the head of the chain of coreferent elements that is identified, 
suggesting that this is another place where parameterization is 
needed. Contains 23 references. (Author/MSE) 
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Many of the Zapotecan languages have a unique way of signalling coreference 
between the subject and the possessor of the object: the subject is null . Such a 
construction is upsidedown or backwards from commonly described anaphora con- 
structions and its analysis is therefore problematic to current theories. This paper 
describes the construction and underlines the theoretical problem by arguing against 
any obvious alternative analyses. An analysis is proposed where it is the tail (rather 
than the head) of the chain of coreferent elements that is identified, suggesting that 
this is another place where parameterization is needed. 



1. Introduction 

One part of Binding Theory deals with simple reflexive constructions, such as (1) (where 
coindexing indicates coreference). 

(1) John; sees himself;. 

If we view the reflexive pronoun himself as consisting of the noun self and its possessor, and 
then put the English words into the VSO word order of Zapotec, we have: 

(2) Sees John; self-his;. 

The construction in (2) would fit well within the principles of Binding Theory, which in 
simplified terms require an anaphor or reflexive to have a local antecedent which is higher in 
the tree than it is. However, the Zapotec construction that I consider in this paper has the 
basic form in (3), where the subject is null and it is the possessor of the object which is fully 
specified. (Note that Zapotecan languages are not pro-drop languages. This is one of very 
few cases where the subject may be null.) 

(3) Sees 0; self John;. 

This unique construction is not limited to se/f-anaphors 1 but also applies to regular 
objects where the subject of the sentence is also the possessor of the object, as in (4)-(5). 

(4) Reads 0; book his;. 

(5) Gave 0; broom the woman^s. 

The data for this challenging construction is presented first, followed by basic theoretical 
background on Binding Theory and on the phrase structure of VSO languages in section 3. 
Section 4 underscores the theoretically problematic nature of this construction by arguing 
against several plausible analyses. I then suggest that parameterization of which element 

*Much of the material presented here appeared in Black (l994:Chaps. 5, 13). I gratefully acknowledge the 
help of my dissertation adviser, Sandra Chung. The presentation here has also benefitted from comments by 
Albert Bickford, Andy Black, Steve Marlett, and Chuck Speck. 

The term is taken from Reinhart & Reuland (1993) to describe all reflexive elements which are headed by 
the noun meaning ‘self’. 

1996 Work Papers of the Summer Institute of Linguistics 
University of North Dakota Session 
Volume 40, 75-87. 
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must carry the features in a coreference relationship is the simplest way to extend the theory 
to cover the Zapotec data. 

2. Data 

This backwards binding construction is present in varying degrees throughout the Za- 
potecan languages spoken in Oaxaca, Mexico. Examples from three of these languages will 
be used in this paper. Yatzachi Zapotec, a member of the Northern group of languages, uses 
this construction for all its anaphoric uses: true reflexives, reciprocals, and the reflexives of 
possession illustrated above in (4)-(5). It is this last type, the reflexive of possession, which 
is most prevalent throughout the rest of the Zapotecan language family. 2 Examples from 
Quiegolani Zapotec, one of the Southern group of languages, will also be presented in this 
section and in section 4. Data from Juarez Zapotec will be used in some of the argumentation 
in section 4.2. 

2.1 Yatzachi Zapotec 

There are three anaphoric constructions in Yatzachi Zapotec, each having the same unique 
structural shape. Butler (1976) calls these constructions the true reflexive, the reciprocal, and 
the reflexive of possession. 

The true reflexive construction is based on an intrinsically possessed noun k w iN ‘self of’. 3 
This construction involves what Butler describes as a portmanteau realization of the subject 
and the possessor of k w iN , where the subject position is empty. The possessor of the noun 
k w iN may be a clitic pronoun, as in (6a-c), or a full noun phrase following the noun, as shown 
in (6d). 4 

(6) a. B-cog k^iN-a?. 

C-cut self.of-lSg 
I cut myself. 

b. B-cec k^iN-bctf. 

C-hit self.of-3F 
He hit himself. 

c. J-le2i k^iN-to?. 

H-see self.of-lExPl 
We see ourselves. 

d. B-e-^ot k^iN be2e-na2. 

C-Rep-kill self.of person-that 

That person killed himself (suicide). 

2 Some Zapotecan languages, such a s Isthmus Zapotec, have reflexive pronouns that act just a s expected by 
the VSO parallel to English. Even there, the reflexive of possession construction is used when the object is a 
body part noun. As pointed out by Chuck Speck (p.c.), however, the cases where the object is a body part 
noun may be better analyzed as incorporation constructions. See section 4.2. 

3 This form is also used in six other Northern group languages. 

4 All the data presented in this section are taken from Butler (1976) or obtained from her personally. 
The symbols R w and R indicate uvular fricatives. A is an unspecified nasal which assimilates to the point 
of articulation of a following consonant. The following abbreviations are used in the morpheme glosses: 
C=Completive aspect; H=Habitual aspect; P=Potential aspect; lIPl=first person plural inclusive pronoun; 
lExPl=first person plural exclusive pronoun; lSg=first person singular pronoun; 2Pl=second person plural 
pronoun; 3F=third person familiar pronoun; 3RS=third person respectful subject pronoun; Rep=repetitive; 
SPl=subject plural marker. 
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